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The President of the Board of Trade 

Sir, 

We have the honour to submit the following report: 

Part I 

1. Our terms of reference were contained in a question in the House of 
Commons to the President of the Board of Trade and in the answer 
thereto. 

The question was in the following terms : 

“To ask the President of the Board of Trade whether he will arrange 
for an independent review to be undertaken of the sight tests 
applied in connection with the issue of the Board’s certificates of 
competency to seafarers, special consideration being given to the 
possible acceptance of artificially corrected vision.” 

The reply of the then Minister of State was: 

“Yes. I have decided to establish a special committee to review the 
Board’s sight tests at present in force for persons serving or 
intending to serve in the Merchant Navy or in fishing vessels, and 
the way in which these tests are applied and to advise whether any 
and, if so what, alterations are desirable.” 

2. Notification of the appointment of the Committee appeared in the 
shipping press and anyone interested was asked to get in touch with the 
Secretary at the Board of Trade. In addition to those who gave 
evidence in one form or the other, a considerable number of other 
associations and authorities were invited to give evidence either orally 
and/or in writing and either expressed no desire to do either or failed 
to reply. The Committee had evidence as to the eyesight tests applied 
including the methods of testing and the standards required in a number 
of countries. A list of these countries will be found in Appendix A. 
Written and oral evidence was given by or on behalf of a number of 
authorities or associations and by two individuals. The list of such 
authorities or associations and of the two individuals will be found in 
Appendix B. Written evidence only was submitted by the Associations 
and individuals set out in Appendix C. Oral evidence was given by 
Mr. A. Omoteso. 
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Part II 



Tests for Certificates of Competency for Masters and Mates, and 
for Skippers and Second Hands 

3. The tests at present in use are two : Form Vision by means of letter 
charts and Colour Perception by means of a lantern. All members of 
the Committee have seen the letter charts used in the form vision test 
and have attended a lantern test. At present both these tests have to be 
taken without artificial aids. By courtesy of British Railways a voyage 
was made in one of their vessels across the North Sea to observe the 
visual tasks required in watchkeeping and in navigation and, in particular, 
to compare the actual navigation lights of ships at sea with the 

lights shown in the lantern. Most members of the Committee attended 
this experiment. 

4. The object of the tests is to ensure that an officer who may be in charge 
of the navigation of a ship has adequate vision to enable him to perform 
that task. He has, therefore, to be able to see an adequate distance 
and be able to distinguish the colours of navigation lights. Both these 
requirements are of paramount importance for the safety of life and 
property in navigable waters. 

5. The present test has been in operation for many years and there has 
been no serious criticism of the standard required to be attained. The 
method of testing is to require a candidate to read from seven lines of letters 
on the chart. The letter charts at present in use do not conform in 

size to the charts that are used in ordinary present day ophthalmic 
practice or to those used in the armed services. Although there is no 
substantial difference in standard whichever of the charts is used the 
Committee advises that in future the standard required should be 
redefined in the terms of the British Standards Institution’s types of letter 
charts (BS 4274/1968) which should be used with the illumination 
proposed by that Institution. 

6. The Committee has given consideration to the possibility of candidates 
taking the tests with the use of spectacles or contact lenses. As stated 
above, the primary consideration must be safety but the Committee 
considers that provided a certain standard of unaided vision is achieved, 
spectacles or contact lenses may be used to take both tests. It is expected 
that candidates who take the tests with artificial aids would use those 
aids when on watch. A spare pair of spectacles should be carried by 
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those seafarers who have passed the test with their aid, and in the case 
of those who have passed the test wearing contact lenses either a spare 
pair of contact lenses or a pair of spectacles should be carried. 



7. As to the standard of vision required, the Committee advises that each 
eye should be tested separately and that the candidate should attain a 
standard of 6/6 in the better eye and 6/9 in the other eye either with or 
without the use of artificial aids. If the test is taken with artificial aids, 
the unaided vision should be not less than 6/12 in the better eye and 6/24 
in the other eye. The standard advised of 6/6 and 6/9 using the British 
Standards Institution charts is, in fact, substantially the same as the 
standard at present required. All letters of the required lines should be 
read correctly. 



8. The lantern test is a trade test in which a candidate is required to 

recognise correctly a series of small lights supposed to represent a ship’s 
navigation lights. Before taking the lantern test the candidate should be 
examined by means of the Ishihara plates. If the candidate is successful 
in the Ishihara examination but fails the lantern test at the first attempt 
he should be given a further opportunity to pass the latter test. This 
examination and the lantern test can be taken wearing spectacles or 
contact lenses and with both eyes together. 

As the present lantern has been in use for very many years, and came 
into being when conditions were somewhat different from those prevailing 
today, the Committee recommends that steps be taken to design and 
develop a new electric lantern but that until the new lantern reaches the 
production stage the one at present in use should continue to be used. 

The lights shown in the lantern should be subjectively equivalent to a 
ship’s navigation lights at a distance of two miles and the colours should 
be within the range permitted for ships’ navigation lights. It is suggested 
that the cost of designing and developing the new lantern might be 
borne by the Board of Trade and the Ministry of Defence. 



9. The Committee considers that the eyesight tests should continue to be 
conducted by the present examiners who are officers of the Board of 
Trade and conduct the tests applying the prescribed standard and acting 
in strict accordance with a carefully laid down procedure and that the 
present appeals procedure in the case of a candidate being examined for 
his first certificate should be retained. 
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10. Under the present regulations, once an officer has obtained a certificate 
of competency he is not required to undergo any further Board of Trade 
eyesight test unless he sits for a higher certificate than that already 
obtained. From the point of view of the safety of life and property at 
sea, it is considered that some further steps should be taken to ensure 
that the vision of an officer who has obtained a certificate should not fall 
below the standard required for safety. The Committee, therefore, 
advises that officers holding certificates should have their form vision 
tested periodically. The period suggested is 5 years. 

11. If a candidate falls below the standard required (see paragraph 7 above) 
which he has previously attained, either at an examination for a higher 
certificate than that which he already holds, or on the occasion of a 
periodic testing as advised in the last paragraph, his case should be 
referred for consideration jointly by the Principal Examiner of Masters 
and Mates or a sight test examiner nominated by him and an oph- 
thalmologist appointed by the Board of Trade whose joint decision shall 
be final. In the case of disagreement between them the matter should be 
referred to the Board of Trade for final decision. It is suggested that 
the matters taken into consideration may include amongst others: 

(i) the age and experience of the candidate and the fact that the 
enhanced value an officer may gain from long experience must, 
to a considerable extent, be allowed to compensate for a certain 
decline in his visual efficiency that is not unusual in the case of 
many persons as age increases; 

(ii) the extent to which the candidate falls below the required standard ; 

(iii) the rate of deterioration; and 

(iv) the presence of progressive general or ocular disease. 

Part III 

Other Officers and Ratings 

12. Under the present regulations the only people who have to take eyesight 
tests are candidates for certificates as Masters or Mates in the Merchant 
Navy or Skippers and Second Hands in the Fishing Fleet. No such 
tests are required to be taken by engineer officers or radio officers. The 
Committee has considered whether the eyesight test should be extended 
to those officers in view of the increased automation in the engine room 
and the development of vessels manned by general purpose personnel. 

The Committee does not feel that action is called for at the present stage, 
but with further developments in automation and the combination of 
duties in general purpose ships, the question may call for re-consideration. 
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13. There are no regulations requiring an eyesight test by the Board of Trade 
for an officer not attempting to obtain a certificate of competency who 
may in fact be in charge of a watch nor for a look-out, and no one 
intending to serve in the Merchant Navy or in the Fishing Fleet is 
required by regulation to undergo an eyesight test before being able to 

go to sea. The Committee feels that it ought to call attention to the 
fact that in some cases the person in charge of the navigation of a vessel 
may hold no certificate and may not have had his eyesight tested by the 
Board of Trade. 

14. In the interest of safety, it is clear that any look-out should have an 
adequate standard of vision not necessarily as high as the standard we 
have previously advised, but the Committee feels that in view of the 
practical difficulties of the application of any such rule, it is unable to 
make any recommendation at this time. The opportunity might be 
taken to include an eyesight test before issuing a certificate of 
competency to an Able Seaman. 

15. The importance of a proper examination of the eyesight of anyone 
intending to serve in the Merchant Navy or in the Fishing Fleets cannot 
be over-estimated. This is particularly the case with young entrants as 
although they may pass their first test, some deterioration of sight 
from disease or otherwise might take place and by the time they sit for 
their certificate of competency, having served perhaps some years at sea, 
it may be found that their eyesight is not of a standard to obtain that 
certificate, and that they have to abandon their chosen profession. 

The nautical training schools and institutions generally require that 
applicants for entry thereto should undergo an eyesight test. The 
importance of such an examination cannot be over-estimated and the 
Committee recommends that in such a case the standard of unaided 
vision required should be 6/6 and 6/9 and endorses to the full the 
recommendation given by the Board of Trade to all youngsters whose 
eyesight is tested by them, that even if they pass the eyesight test they 
should have a full examination in order to discover possible causes of 
future deterioration in their sight. At present, it is the custom for the 
Board of Trade to carry out on behalf of other authorities and 
institutions, lantern tests on candidates submitted by them who are not 
intending, at any rate in the near future, to attempt to obtain a certificate 
of competency. It is thought that this concession by the Board of Trade 
is made because of the difficulty in otherwise testing the candidates’ 
ability to distinguish coloured lights because of the paucity of available 
lanterns and it is recommended that this practice on the part of the Board 
of Trade should be continued. 
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1 6. It remains for the Committee to express its indebtedness to all those who 
have produced evidence in whatever form and to express its thanks to 
Mr. J. Clarke, Mr. R. A. Batley and Mr. J. B. Shouler, who in turn have 
acted as Secretaries of this Committee. 



J. V. Naisby 
T. C. Barras 
A. G. Cross 
J. D. Moreland 
L. Oliver 
T. J. G. Price 
A. J. R. Tyrell 
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Appendix A 



The Committee is indebted to the maritime authorities of the following 
countries for information supplied as to the eyesight tests applied, the 
methods of testing, the standards required and whether or not, and if so 
to what extent, artificial aids to vision were permitted : 

Canada 

Denmark 

France 

The Federal Republic of Germany 

The Netherlands 

Norway 

Sweden 

The United States of America 

The Committee is also indebted to the Merchant Navy and Airline Officers’ 
Association for similar information in respect of the following countries: 
Belgium 
Italy 
Japan 
Switzerland 
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Appendix B 



Organisations and Individuals giving Written and Oral Evidence 

(a) Organisations 

Association of Optical Practitioners 
Association of Sea Fisheries Committees 
Board of Trade 

British Marine Pilotage Services (Transport and General Workers’ Union) 

British Shipping Federation Limited 

Merchant Navy and Airline Officers’ Association 

National Union of Seamen 

Trinity House Pilotage Service 

White Fish Authority (including the Committee for Scotland and 
N, Ireland) 

(b) Individuals 

Mr. F. T. Morris 
Mr. R. Morris 
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Appendix C 



Organisations and Individuals giving Written Evidence Only 

(a) Organisations 

British Medical Association 
British Trawlers’ Federation Limited 

City of Plymouth College of Technology, Department of Maritime 
Studies 

Clyde Fishermen’s Association 
F. T. Everard and Sons Limited 
Firth of Forth Fishermen’s Association 
Herring Industry Board 

Mallaig and North West Fishermen’s Association 

Marconi International Marine Company Limited 

North Shields Seiners’ Association 

Radio and Electronic Officers’ Union 

Scottish Herring Producers’ Association Limited 

Scottish Inshore White Fish Producers’ Association Limited 

Scottish Trawlers’ Federation 

Shetland Fishermen’s Association 

Ulster Sea Fishermen’s Association 

United Kingdom Pilots’ Association 

University of Southampton, School of Navigation 

(b) Individuals 
Mr. W. Cowie 



Mr. W. J. Danby 

Mr. A. R. Eaton, c.eng., f.i.mech.e., m.i.mar.e., fcms 
Mr. W. Legg 
Mr. J. Noble 
Mr. A. G. Tester 
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